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CLAUDE DEBUSSY 

By G. JEAN-AUBRY 

FRENCH music has suffered an irreparable loss. If the news 
of Claude Debussy's death has not reverberated amid the 
clash of warlike events as it would have during times of peace, 
it has none the less struck a chord and wakened an echo in the souls 
of all who love music, and who have trodden the new pathways 
which this musical genius had blazed, not only for the music of his 
own country, but for that of every land. 

I have known Claude Debussy for more than twelve years; 
I have often been in his company; the letters which he wrote 
me in the course of the past ten years, and almost up to the mo- 
ment when he was no longer able to write, are now a sadly precious 
possession. I cannot think of him without emotion; not only 
because he was such an admirable artist; because of his intelli- 
gence and sensitiveness; but because of the friendship he showed 
me, the encouragement received from him at the onset of my 
career, the talks we had in his study, in Paris, in the house near 
the Bois de Boulogne in which he lived. Knowing both the man 
and his work I shall here try to tell what I feel, in the midst of 
that first astonishment which the incredible reality of death im- 
poses on affection. 

I began my acquaintance with the works of Claude Debussy 
toward the year 1900, some time before the appearance of PSlleas 
et MSlisande (1902), at a time when only a very small circle of 
Parisian music-lovers knew him. A few piano pieces, some songs 
such as the Chansons de Bilitis had disclosed to us an artist whose 
originality was beyond doubting, and quite as positive as his 
charm. 

The reputation of Claude Debussy increased suddenly with 
the success of PSlleas. From that very moment I conceived a great 
desire to make the acquaintance of its composer; but I was dis- 
couraged from taking steps toward realizing my wish owing to 
those who, though they did not know him, assured me that he 
was difficult of access and rather unamiable on first acquaintance. 
Preoccupied as I was with efforts of propaganda for French music 
in Switzerland, Belgium and England, the work of Claude De- 
bussy necessarily had an important place in my scheme of action; 
and one day the composer himself let me know through a friend 
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common to both of us that he wished to see me. As may be 
imagined I did not hesitate to avail myself of this invitation. I 
found him a delightful personage: in his own individual way, 
of course, since he did not lack a certain brusqueness which the 
greater part of the time poorly cloaked his timidity and sensitive- 
ness. I continued to see him for years, and even in those days 
when he was already a prey to the malady which was to cause 
his death his friendliness was evinced in a hundred and one 
ways. 

When he requested me to call on him I was merely a young 
man without any special reputation, with no great outlook, and 
without influence. What is more, I was practically buried in a 
French provincial town. If I make mention of these personal 
details which reflect no particular glory on myself, it is merely be- 
cause they are calculated to give an idea of Claude Debussy which 
does him greater justice than that which has at times been spread 
abroad by superficial newspaper men. The truth is that no one 
detested all that in any way, shape or form, was akin to advertise- 
ment or lack of reticence more than Claude Debussy. I do not 
know but that, during the first period of our acquaintanceship, 
he imparted various confidences to me in order to see whether I 
would hasten to transform them into "echoes for the press." He 
had his own method of ridding himself of newspaper men. It 
consisted in making those brusque and paradoxical statements 
with which (often in the most ridiculous manner) the French press 
has been nourished in the course of the last fifteen years. 

Physically it has been said of him that in his youth he seemed 
like an Assyrian prince. When I knew him he was in his forties,, 
and his features at times showed weariness; yet he retained his 
somewhat Asiatic appearance. His eyes were slightly narrowed, 
his black hair curled lightly, and he had the broadest forehead 
and the largest ears that I had seen up to that time. 

He spoke little, and then in brUsque phrases; generally with a 
mingling of indolent and decisive intonations of voice; in which 
one could feel the ill-restrained wrath and irony he had for those 
who did not understand, or who endeavored to falsify that in which 
he believed. 

I do not believe that any man has ever been in his art and 
thought more abidingly sincere than Claude Debussy. Neither 
his capricious sallies nor his paradoxes should create an illusion 
as regards this fact. No man appears to me to be more consistent, 
more coherent than he, when I pass in mental review the sum 
total of his ideas on art, on life, on people and things. 
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I know of one immutable idea which he cherished, and that 
long before the war: one might call it the "French idea". 

It is with great justice that in many artistic circles in America, 
in England, in Italy, he seemed, in some sort, to symbolize French 
music. Though he is not the only composer with a dominant 
personality to whom French music may point; though we should 
not forget Saint-Saens, Cesar Franck, Gabriel Pierne nor Vincent 
d'Indy — to mention but a few of the more outstanding figures — 
it must still be said, notwithstanding, that not one of them has 
been obsessed to the same degree as Claude Debussy with French 
tradition, has had a more conscient sense of it, nor has toiled with 
greater determination to anneal in his works, in his thought and 
in the influence he might be able to exert, the past and the future 
of music in France. 



Claude Debussy was born August 22, 1862, of a family of the 
petite bourgeoisie of France, at Saint-Germain-en-Laye, near 
Paris, in that province called "The Isle of France," whose grace 
and delicate atmospheric landscapes Corot has immortalized in 
his paintings. 

His first seeing the light in the natal town of Louis the Great 
almost appears to be an act of predestination for this composer 
who was to devote himself so entirely to the French style, and the 
most traditional musical qualities of his race. 

At first he showed no particular inclination for music. There 
is nothing of the child-prodigy in his story. Nevertheless, his pref- 
erences began to develop, and a friend of the family, a musician, 
persuaded his parents to send the boy to the Paris Conservatory. 
He entered it as a pupil in 1873, at the age of eleven, and studied 
solfeggio with Lavignac, the piano with Marmontel, and worked 
at harmony in which various rules, which were only followed as a 
matter of course and without any well-founded reason, already 
astonished and disconcerted him. The indolence which Claude 
Debussy showed was only apparent; if he did not take any great 
interest in the "recipes" used at the Conservatory, he gave much 
active thought to problems which, ordinarily, did not disturb 
pupils eager to gain official recompense. 

Owing to a kind of spirit of contradiction which one finds 
in all great artists, he began to seek advice in works not to be 
found' among those figuring on the Conservatory programs. In 
no wise did he feel it incumbent on him to follow the routine of 
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form borrowed from the music of the German classics; and he 
aspired to a greater degree of liberty than that vouchsafed by the 
mold of the sonata or the symphony, and by the treatises on 
harmony then in vogue. 

Yet this innovator had no kinship with any of those an- 
archists who give no thought to firmly rooting their achievement 
in the past. Claude Debussy, in his turn, had conceived the 
suspicion that others before him had made their bid for greater 
liberty. Avidly he investigated the musicians of France and 
Italy during the Middle Ages; he familiarized himself with the 
works of the singers of the Renaissance; he was ravished with the 
charm, the spirit and the grace of the French clavecinists of the 
17 and 18 centuries. 

At the time — it was toward 1879 — his teacher, Marmontel, 
recommended him to a Russian family, whose members wished 
to take home with them for the summer some young man who was 
a good pianist. It has since been said that this journey determined 
Claude Debussy's whole career; and that it was his hearing the 
works of Rimsky-Korsakoff, Borodine and Moussorgsky which 
opened up to him the new road he was to travel. The only un- 
fortunate thing about this contention is the fact that at that time 
these great composers were but little known even in Russia, and 
that Debussy could have had no knowledge of what they had done 
at that epoch of his life. 

On the other hand, during this summer passed in Russia, he 
listened to the music of the people: heard the peasants sing and 
saw them dance. And he was, quite naturally, charmed with the 
rhythmic and harmonic liberties shown by this popular music; 
in it he discovered a confirmation of his own ideas; and in it he 
certainly found some suggestions to which, later, he gave a French 
character; yet Debussy had already largely developed his ideas 
before he made his Russian journey, which only caused them to 
blossom forth more rapidly. 

Not long after, Claude Debussy returned to resume his place 
in the Conservatory, in the composition class. Here his teacher, 
Ernest Guiraud, a composer of mediocre originality, but of real 
critical discernment, seems to have had a suspicion of what his 
strange pupil might be able to do. He advised him to defer for 
a time the expression of his most cherished ideas, lest he lose the 
prix de Rome, which it was desired he might gain. Claude De- 
bussy, entirely at home in the formulas then worshipped in aca- 
demic centres, succeeded, by putting constraint upon himself, and 
admirably imitating Massenet's melodic turns of phrase, in 
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writing a cantata which in 1884, secured him the "Roman 
Prize." 

This cantata, L'Enfant Prodigue, had a fate which caused its 
composer some irritation. Many years later, at the time when a 
certain degree of curiosity began to be shown with regard to De- 
bussy's name and some of his works, concert -givers could bit on 
nothing more ingenious than to bring forward this "pupil's essay," 
and present it as a Debussyist composition. I do not believe it 
would have been possible to have done the composer a greater 
disservice. Yet it is not difficult to understand that this work, 
in some sections absolutely academic, was not intended to disturb 
audiences which were at times roused to genuine astonishment by 
veritable Debussyist characteristics. 

Conforming to the law prescribed by the prix de Rome, De- 
bussy went to live for three years in Italy. It does not seem that 
he preserved any special recollection of his stay there. For my 
own part I have never heard him mention it save in reprehension 
of the prix de Rome as an institution; and he never betrayed to 
me any sign which might show that he kept a warm place in his 
heart for Italy. 

His preferences, I believe, were all for a sky less blue, for 
landscapes suffused with greater atmospheric clarity, and I think 
France was much in his thoughts while he lived in Rome. 

During his stay there, he composed a symphonic suite after 
Henri Heine's Almanzor (a work which has been lost), and a Fan- 
tasie for piano and orchestra which has never been published. 
Finally, he wrote two works which, happily, were preserved: 
Printemps, a symphonic suite; and the exquisite Demoiselle Slue, 
which dates from the year 1887, and is, in truth, the first personal 
and lasting expression of its composer's genius. 

No comparison can be established between the Printemps 
suite and Demoiselle Slue; yet those who wish to study the de- 
velopment of Debussy's art, and how its principles manifested 
themselves almost from the very first, will find it is needful to 
examine the score of Printemps. In it one may already note that 
care taken in the choice of the most simple orchestral means 
possible; that desire to express, not alone the volume and line 
of things but, if one may thus put it, their "after thoughts" as 
well. 

As to the Demoiselle Slue, though its author was no more than 
twenty-five years old when he wrote it, and though thirty years 
have since gone by, it remains, nevertheless, a masterpiece; one 
which time will, in all probability, hold scathless. 
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Owing to a kind of concealed irony, decidedly characteristic of 
Claude Debussy, he did not shrink from taking the most current 
forms, the most hackneyed, and breathing a new spirit into them. 
All in all, what is the Demoiselle Slue but an oratorio? Yet put- 
ting aside all subjects too specifically sacred, and above all the 
mediocre literary texts with which they are generally presented, 
Claude Debussy chose a poem by one of the latest English poets 
of that day, Dante Gabriel Rossetti, and over the faithful and 
delicate translation of M. Gabriel Sarrazin he flung a delightful 
scarf of novel sounds. In his poem he found everything that 
suited his nature; an opportunity to express those fluidities of 
tonal movement for which music had thus far found no equivalent; 
a chance to outline the first sketch of what was later to be the 
personality of Melisande, a soul indeterminate, filled with both 
faith and inquietude, amid surroundings at the same time unreal 
and human. 

He showed how, by using extremely simple means, with a 
reduced orchestra, a female solo voice and a small body of 
choral tone, it is possible to express beauty and harmonious 
sensibility. 

The Demoiselle Slue was the witness to an art which was to 
define itself more and more clearly without ever losing its essential 
quality of simplicity and charm. 

Assuredly that which at first contact first impressed, and 
which is still capable of impressing those who hear Debussy's 
works, is the singularity of the harmony, the use of certain scales 
not so much new as neglected during centuries, or ignored owing 
to our too strictly occidental laws of habit. Yet this one element 
would not have been sufficient to give Claude Debussy's works 
permanent value. No matter how strange, how personal a certain 
artistic process may be, it does not in itself constitute a work of 
art, and that which is no more than a process is fatally exposed to 
the risk of perishing with its day, or even with the fashion of its 
day. 

It was at first believed that Debussyism as an art consisted 
only in unexpected sequences of fifths, of seconds or of ninths; 
then its success was attributed to the fact that its morbid refine- 
ment pleased the esthetic who suffered from a craving for the com- 
plicated. I am not certain that even now there is a general 
conviction as to what is the leading quality of Debussy's art. 

To be exact, its great merit lies in what one might call "the 
sense of proportion," if we use this expression in its moral accept- 
ance as well as in its purely physical significance. 
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If it be true, as is justly admitted, that French art shows the 
qualities of poise and good taste, one may say that in this respect 
Claude Debussy was a French artist in the supremest degree. 
It would be impossible to have shown greater balance and taste 
than he has displayed in all his works. It is, perhaps, possible 
to accuse them of lacking strength, to reproach them with an 
absence of those great outbursts of feeling which one finds in the 
musicians of the romantic school; yet, perhaps, it would be im- 
possible to find, since Wagner, any musician who was better 
aware of what he wished to do; and who (better than Wagner 
from this point of view, for Wagner, despite his genius or because 
of it, did not always realize his intention) accomplished exactly 
what he wished to do. 

Be it in his String Quartet, in his symphonic works like the 
Nocturnes, the Prelude a IS Aprds-midi d'un faune; in the works 
he wrote for the stage, such as PSlleas et M6lisan.de, and the Mar- 
tyre de Saint-SSbastien; in his songs, his piano pieces; none since 
Bach, Mozart and Chopin has shown better than Claude Debussy 
how a composer may avoid all that is unnecessary in the expres- 
sion of that which he feels. 

Let us consider only the piano pieces, without taking into 
account those which the virtuosos have decided to adopt to the 
disadvantage of the others, such as the Jardins sous la pluie, the 
Cathidrale engloutie, the Soiree dans Grenade, the Fille aux cheveux 
de lin. Let us consider, one after the other, those piano composi- 
tions whose alignment stretches over well-nigh thirty years, and 
runs from the Arabesques to the second book of the Preludes: we 
continually notice, even in the less striking, the same deprecation 
of unnecessary development, the same happy sense of proportion. 
In none of these pieces do we find any "padding;" none of them 
cause us to exclaim, as too often is the case even when interesting 
works are in question: "What a pity that there are a few super- 
fluous pages!" 

The feeling engendered by these piano pieces we are conscious 
of in an even stronger degree when we come to examine Claude 
Debussy's orchestra scores. The reading of the score of PSlleas 
et MSlisande still remains one of the most marvellous lessons in 
French art, as far as I am concerned. It is impossible to express 
more with greater restraint of means. 

If one wishes to formulate what constitutes the basis of the 
Debussyist idea as regards artistic expression, one might borrow 
Rameau's admirable advice, "Art must be hidden by art," and 
R. L. Stevenson's aphorism: "Omission is the great art." While 
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the composers who followed Berlioz and Wagner, engaged in a 
blind alley, were preoccupied with heaping orchestral Pelions 
upon Ossas, with the multiplication of individual parts; while the 
Wagnerian drama haunted all these youthful brains, and gave 
them a feverish admiration of the gigantic which led them ever 
farther away from genuine human sentiment; while musical Ger- 
many took the pathway of the colossal, with Max Beger, Gustav 
Mahler, and Richard Strauss, Claude Debussy took a road diamet- 
rically opposite, and, lending more and more individuality to each 
of the elements of his orchestra, was able to reduce the latter with- 
out diminishing its efficacy. 

This music which at first seems so complicated, is in reality 
among the most simple to be found. This music which at first 
seems to be of a texture so impalpable, is built up with as sure a 
control as the most classic work; yet its construction is not de- 
veloped from without, externally; it conforms not so much to 
scholastic rules as to the essential exigencies which are imposed 
upon it by the subject itself. 

I am not surprised that this does not strike every one at the 
very beginning. We ourselves, who made the acquaintance of 
Debussy's works one by one almost, as they appeared, we have 
not always understood them. I can remember, myself, the 
astonishment I experienced at a performance of the PrSlude a 
VApres-midi d'un Faune, only a short time after the beginning of 
the war. Though I had not heard the work for five or six years, 
I was well acquainted with it — or at least so I thought — its charm 
had not escaped me, and I did not wish to lose a chance to enjoy 
its verdant and sun-glamoured grace. Nevertheless, I was gen- 
uinely struck for the first time by the quality of style it displayed; 
for the first time I realized all that this art possessed architecton- 
ically, an invisible architecture, if I may thus express it. Musical 
science for its own sake has never been the aim of Claude De- 
bussy. Those who have praised him for his use of certain chords 
and certain harmonic successions have understood nothing of his 
art, if that be as far as they go. 

None, probably, among the composers of our day, have been 
better acquainted with all the resources of his profession; since, 
when it is a question of "omission," one must know well what 
should be rejected and what should be preserved. In his Quatuor 
he has shown his ability to conform to the strictest rulings of the 
art of composition, or rather, his ability to extend them while at 
the same time respecting them, without showing that they might 
have hampered him. Like every artist worthy of the name, he 
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did not believe that formulas, no matter how novel they might 
be, comprised all of art; but that the expression of a something 
human was the artist's veritable goal. 

The art of Claude Debussy is full of intelligence and sensitive- 
ness. It is not an art calculated to appeal to the crowd; yet I 
cannot see that he therefore lays himself open to reproach, he above 
all. And it is a reproach (if reproach it be), which may be ad- 
dressed to all French art. I cannot see the tragedies of Racine, 
the comedies of Alfred de Musset, the sculpture of Rodin as art 
expression meant for the great public. 

Whether or not one wishes it, French art always remains, in 
nearly all of its best exemplifications, an aristocratic art, an art 
of cultured and well-educated people; an art created for subtle 
minds and discreet hearts. It is not in accord with French tradi- 
tion to cry out, or to make a show of one's sentiments. And that 
which we may thus lose as regards power, we gain, perhaps, in 
penetration and delicacy. 

One may prefer another art. This is a matter determined 
not alone by the individual intelligence, but also by the individual 
temperament, the physical character, the national custom of the 
auditors. Yet, if one follows the road of delicacy, of refinement 
and subtle intelligence, the road of discreet feeling in the art of 
causing words and sounds to say all that they are capable of saying, 
and even that which it would seem they could not say, I do not 
believe it possible to go further than French art has done, and 
there is nothing which more characteristically testifies to the fact 
than the work of Claude Debussy. 

Illness and then death did not allow him perfectly to complete 
his work. It is almost impossible to ascertain what were his in- 
tentions with regard to his works to come, and those who lay claim 
to be able to tell deceive themselves; for there have been few 
artists more discreet, one might even say more secretive than 
Claude Debussy concerning the works which he had under- 
taken. 

Yet his work as he has left it to us is enough to immortalize 
any man. It is worthy of a place, not alone in the forefront of 
French music, but in the music of the present time. 

Nourished as he was on literature, and poetry in particular, 
no one has better penetrated and rendered the least inflections of 
meaning of a poem; in this respect, if we take into consideration no 
more than the history of French song he, together with Gabriel 
Faure (representing an entirely different trend), stands in the very 
first rank. 
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Whether he applied himself to giving musical expression to 
the poems of Verlaine, of Baudelaire, of Mallarme, or the prose 
of Pierre Louys, he has done so with an intelligence, a sureness 
and a discretion well-nigh miraculous. 

He did not content himself with selecting any texts sufficiently 
poetic and valid musically: he chose the most subtle, the least 
grateful even (such as Baudelaire's Le Balcon), and he expressed 
their entire content in an unforgettable manner, one which makes 
it impossible to disassociate the poem from the music to which he 
has set it. One need only call to mind the first two Chansons de 
Bilitis, for example, the Promenoir des Deux Amants, the Fan- 
tockes of Verlaine, or the same poet's II pleure dans mon cceur. 

I know that Claude Debussy has been reproached with a 
certain monotony. This is a reproach which I, for my part, have 
never been able to understand, and which could only have been 
born in the minds of those who have confined themselves to a few 
of the composer's works, without examining them all. 

Is there not a decided contrast between melodies such as II 
pleure dans mon caeur and Fantoches; between C'est Vextase and the 
Ballade des Dames de Paris; between the Chansons de Bilitis and 
the Cinq Poemes of Baudelaire. Nor do I allude only to the 
general character of the poem selected, but to the musical material 
Debussy has employed in each of those cited. 

If we consider the piano pieces we may note the same variety. 
It is impossible to go further with regard to fluidity than in certain 
compositions such as Reflets dans Veau or Poisson d'or. A re- 
strained and delicate joy is shown in JJIsle joyeuse; languor in 
La Soiree dans Grenade; a charm that is all simplicity in Ce qu'a 
vu le vent d'ouest; wit in the Minstrels, in the Hommage a Pickwick, 
in the SSrSnade interrompue. The feeling for sonority is every- 
where displayed : in turn almost impalpably, as in the Terrasse des 
audiences du clair de lune, or with serious depth and melancholy in 
the CatMdrale Engloutie and in Et la lune descend sur le temple qui 
fut. 

That feeling for the picturesque which is so strongly developed 
in Debussy, as in all French musicians, is yet never limited to his 
own personality. He always brings into it a reflex of what the 
countryside calls to life in the human soul. It is this phase of 
his art that moves us; it is in this respect that his art is not merely 
the skilful and ingenious play of a musical scholar, but the sentient 
expression of a true artist: 

We know how he has expressed this human emotion in his 
best-known work, his master-piece, PSlleas et MSlisande. Every 
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inquietude of humanity seems to have taken refuge in this lyric 
drama, embracing all that the soul of man knows of reticence, of 
uncertainty, and of ardour: all that human life shows of the in- 
soluable and fatal is expressed in an unforgettable manner in 
this score. 

I do not wish to do injustice to the drama by Maeterlinck 
which forms its subject-matter, in this place. Yet having care- 
fully studied the text apart from the music, having examined at 
length the manner in which Debussy has rendered its meaning; 
having even heard PSlleas performed according to various in- 
terpretations; it seems clear to me that there lies a wide gulf be- 
tween the work of Maeterlinck and that of Claude Debussy; 
whereby I mean to say that this gulf divides that which is human 
from that which may scarcely be so called. 

I do not believe that Maeterlinck's work would have had a 
chance of survival had not Claude Debussy appeared to endow 
it with his music to guarantee its immortality. Maeterlinck's 
characters are little more than spiritualizations, strange and fascin- 
ating puppets or, more truly, figures of a tapestry whose colors 
have been dulled by time. 

It is the composer who has breathed the breath of life into 
these vague apparitions; it is he who, if one may put it thus, has 
given them a soul. One must compare the text apart from the 
music, with what it becomes once the harmonies and recitative of 
Debussy have been added to it. Then one will be able to form 
an idea as to how much of his own self, of genuine and individual 
humanity the great magician has put into his text. 

What I most admire is the certitude with which Claude De- 
bussy chose the book which was most suited to render exactly 
what best answered his purposes. There are so many composers 
who make mistakes in their choice of a libretto; but I do not 
think Debussy ever deceived himself with regard to what he could 
do. 

Assuredly, in his last works, in the piano Etudes, in the Sonate 
pour violoncelle, we no longer discover those qualities of sensitive- 
ness which lend a charm to the major portion of his works ; yet we 
must remember that the malady which was fated to carry off 
Claude Debussy when he had no more than reached his fiftieth 
year, no longer allowed him to exercise the self-control which had 
always been a hall-mark of his art. 

In consequence of a strange kind of premonition, or owing to 
the effect of a final rally of energy, such as may happen in the case 
of a consumptive, the creative instinct of Claude Debussy, after a 
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moment of relapse more apparent than real, had been active at 
the beginning of the war. One might have said that he was in 
haste to give some final proofs of his art before his sufferings over- 
powered him. 

It is as yet impossible to speak with regard to the legacy of 
unpublished MS. he may have left us. I trust that the brutal 
game which consists in publishing the very "bottom of the drawer" 
of a great artist may not be played at his expense. I hope that 
the careful artistic consideration which often impelled Claude 
Debussy to keep a work a goodly length of time in his portfolio, 
until he was as well content with it as a man without petty vanity 
could expect to be with his creation, may be respected. Among 
his cherished dreams had been that of writing a Tristan. One day, 
in order to rid himself of an importunate, he told someone who 
asKed him at what he was working: "I am creating a Tristan: it is 
a subject which has not as yet been treated." Newspaper men at 
once gave rein to cheap witticisms in connection with this re- 
mark. Claude Debussy once more had neglected to take the 
trouble to explain himself. For him the world was divided into 
two classes of people: stupid people, to whom it is useless to ex- 
plain anything, since there is nothing they ever understand; and 
intelligent people, for whom a mere hint suffices without need of 
commentaries. 

The commentary on his mot concerning Tristan stands out 
in all his thoughts, in his most ardent passion, to anyone who has 
but the slightest acquaintance with his ideas, his intentions, his 
individual character. Long before he had commenced to present 
himself as an adversary, not of Wagner himself — none other 
better understood Wagner's qualities and resources than Debussy 
— but of a certain Neo-Wagnerism whose unfruitf ulness he grasped, 
and which seemed to him an influence absolutely pernicious in 
the germination of original musical composition in France. 

Obsessed, as he always was, by all that might or might not 
be favorable to the cause of French music, he undertook in 1901 
and 1903, in his critical articles written for the Revue Blanche and 
Gil Bias, to state the facts of the case with regard to Gluck, Beet- 
hoven and Wagner, and above all to their blind thurifers. He 
did so with a spirit which caused his inmost convictions to be taken 
for paradox. 

It is only little by little that people began to understand that 
he had been equally sincere in his sally with regard to Tristan. 
The affection he had for ancient French literature, and which led 
him to write such admirable melodies after poems by Villon, 
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Charles d'Orleans or Tristan 1'Hermite, was irritated at seeing 
that Wagner, in selecting the subject of Tristan et Yseut, had 
merely taken a medieval French legend which he had necessarily 
deformed in accordance with the exigencies of his Germanic tem- 
perament. 

And one of our most distinguished authorities in the field of 
Romance languages, Mr. Joseph Bedier, had just published a new 
version of the old French legend, under the title of Le Roman de 
Tristan et Iseut. Claude Debussy's spirit at once felt drawn to it. 
He dreamed of giving this legend its own French character, mu- 
sically. Neither the splendors nor the climaxes of Richard Wag- 
ner's Tristan, in despite of the beauties which the score contains, 
seemed to him fitting to express the original meaning, the primitive 
atmosphere of the legend. 

Claude Debussy never dreamt of denying Wagner's Tristan 
all the qualities which it possesses; but when he stated that the 
subject of Tristan, the real Tristan, part of our French heritage 
of sentiment and intellect, had never been treated, he was right; 
and once more affirmed the measure of that "French idea" which 
was ever his guide. 

Alas, death has forbidden the realization of his dreams! 
His illness allowed him only to make a few sketches, which prob- 
ably embody nothing that can be published. 

Yet, without dwelling over-long on our regret for what he was 
unable to do, we may study at length the conditions and the 
qualities of the works he has left us. A single magazine article 
cannot do so in any adequate manner. The death of the man 
whom I have known not only as a great artist, but as a dear 
friend as well, bids me realize the book which I have long been 
thinking of writing, the book about which Claude Debussy him- 
self liked to tease me, accusing me of collecting data regarding 
him with a patience which he amiably termed "redoubtable". 

I shall no longer hear that voice, in turn incisive and dragging ; 
I shall no longer see that face which illness had so sadly remodeled 
in the last stages; yet which showed to the very end such vivid 
gleams of intelligence and curiosity! 

Here, in the first moments of grief inspired by the death of 
this great artist, I have only endeavored to mention a few reasons 
which will give him a place in the memory of man as one of the 
most pure, subtle and complete exemplifications of French tender- 
ness and feeling. 

(Translated by Frederick H. Martens) 



